When Leah Betts died in 1995 after taking an ecstasy pill at her 18th birthday party, extraordinary media coverage resonated with the "just say no" mantra. Leah's parents railed against all non-medical drug use, backing new laws to prohibit drugs, circulating a photograph of their comatose daughter in hospital, and running a poster campaign with the words "Sorted: Just one ecstasy tablet took Leah Betts."
Two decades on, and ordinary families ravaged by drug deaths still attract media attention-but sometimes their messages are very different. Donna May and Anne-Marie Cockburn, for example, blame their daughters' deaths not on the illegal substances that they had taken but on the laws that did nothing to save them.
As part of the international campaign Anyone's Child, they protested outside the United Nations in New York last April, during a key meeting to discuss drug misuse worldwide, 1 and they've given hundreds of media interviews.
Anyone's Child says it aims to show the human cost of the war on drugs. It is sponsored by the pressure group the Transform Drug Policy Foundation, which wants not just to decriminalise the taking of heroin, cocaine, and cannabis but also to legalise and regulate their supply.
These families say that prohibition stigmatises people who use drugs, impeding their access to information and the treatment that is proved to help in drug dependency. They also believe that enforcement of prohibition encourages riskier drug taking and leads to more deaths.
They say that legal regulation wouldn't necessarily mean a free for all, with drugs more available. "Our current laws have already achieved that," the Anyone's Child website reads. "Drugs are currently 100% manufactured and distributed by criminals-there is no minimum age, quality control standards, or duty of care. "Our vision is that control of all drugs would instead be the responsibility of medical professionals, such as doctors and pharmacists."
Although decriminalising non-violent drug use is now a mainstream view, supported by the UN, legalising drug sales has less support and breaches international treaty obligations.
Death sentence
"'Just say no' doesn't work," May, from Ontario, Canada, told The BMJ, "Substance use does not have to be a death sentence, so why are we making it one?" Her daughter Jac died in her early 30s in 2012 after contracting necrotising fasciitis. She had turned to injecting the opioid fentanyl, which she was buying on the street, after her doctor stopped a legitimate prescription of opioid analgesic. She had been prescribed oxycontin after falling down stairs; she had quickly become dependent.
"I tried to force her into abstinence based treatment but it would have been impossible for her," she says. "My conservative upbringing was a hindrance to her getting the help that she needed."
May thought that her daughter needed tough love and insisted she stayed away while using drugs. And she helped the authorities remove her grandchildren from Jac's care.
But now she wishes she'd considered Jac's addiction "like any other disease that a child of mine might get. I should have sought treatment. "It's like my husband having diabetes: he still eats cake, and it's not good for him unless we do something to control his insulin levels," she says.
"And we do that through medication. And he's happy. He's healthy. He's alive. I couldn't do that for my daughter, and I don't know why."
May has told Jac's story to Canada's health minister, Jane Philpott. And other Anyone's Child mothers have met the premier, Justin Trudeau, and asked him to legalise all drugs.
"Policies are difficult to change," says May, "but we need change to keep our children safe. We are fighting a war on the people who use drugs. People like my children, like your children. They're your boss's. Your neighbours'. Someone that you know. We're practising inhumane policies, and it has to stop." She wants a federal campaign to explain the issues surrounding drugs through schools, the media, and social media. 
No control
Cockburn's 15 year old daughter Martha died suddenly in Oxfordshire in 2013 after she took a large dose of the drug MDMA. She'd tried ecstasy a few times before. Her internet history showed she'd been looking for information on how to take drugs safely, but the powder she took was 91% pure, and she took a lethal dose.
"Ultimately," Cockburn says, "I don't want anyone else to become me. In the hospital, she looked like Leah Betts."
Cockburn had told Martha not to take drugs. "I was one of the 'just say no' people . . . but anyone can go out and get anything they want whenever they want. That's not control. A 5 year old can go out and get drugs and the only ID they need is a £5 note."
On the BBC's Newsnight programme last month, Cockburn told Martha's story again, which she summarises as, "She wanted to get high, but she didn't want to die."
"All drugs should be regulated. If Martha had taken something with a label and a list of ingredients and a recommended dosage she might not have died," she says.
"There's a reason for drug use: deal with it in an empathetic and understanding way. We live in a world with lots of pressure. I wish I had said to Martha that I understood, that I just wanted her to be safe."
Lack of balance
Rupert, the son of the aristocrat Nicholas Monson, died from suicide early in 2017, aged 21. He was a cannabis user. The death attracted broad coverage in the UK media, in part because his father's immediate response was to call for drug law reform.
"Rupert was told he was smoking cannabis but what he was ingesting actually was a genetically modified version, skunk," Monson told The BMJ.
"In his last six months he had become psychotic. He was sectioned. He had the full gamut of schizophrenia, false memories, paranoia, and visitations: one was from a comedian; the rest of his mind's gate crashers were ghouls.
"'Kill yourself,' they commanded. So he did."
Cannabis contains the psychoactive ingredients tetrahydrocannabinol (THC), which causes the high, and cannabidiol (CBD), which may reduce anxiety and psychotic symptoms.
The cannabis of his youth, Monson says, may have contained about 1.5% THC by dry weight and 0.5% CBD. Today's skunk typically contains about 15% THC-without the same relative increase in CBD.
Monson believes that regulating the sale of cannabis through legalisation could keep THC content low and, crucially, in balance with CBD, but he's not advocating legalising other illicit drugs.
"The priority surely is to address the fact that our children's mental health is under savage attack," he says.
Honesty, compassion, and health
"No one doubts that drugs can be dangerous," says Anyone's Child on its website. "That's why we should do all we can to prevent children from taking them. But banning drugs and criminalising those who get involved with them causes even more harm.
"We need to move beyond fear, discrimination, and punishment, and towards drug laws that are centred around honesty, compassion, and health."
Whether or not you support prohibition, it is hard to ignore the pain and guilt driving these parents to question and try to change it. As May says, "If you're not affected by an overdose death, if you don't see it up close, you may not see the logic in legalisation and regulation. We have a duty to educate society."
